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This arrogant young man - fit subject for the classical theme
of'hubris - had landed himself in a terrifying situation, Elizabeth
warned him how far different things would prove in Ireland
than he expected: he gave no heed to an old woman's foolish-
ness. By unsparing criticism of his predecessors he defined his
task and robbed himself in advance of virtually every excuse for
failure; while at a Council of War, where ail the expert know-
ledge of the country was gathered and Elizabeth herself was
present, he upheld - nay, was responsible for - the Council's de-
cision that his first and supreme object should be an attack upon
Tyrone in Ulster. The very anxiety with which the Privy Coun-
cil worked to meet all his legitimate demands was disconcerting:
it was as though they were determined to give him rope enough
to hang himself. Whatever the result, responsibility was so en-
tirely centred on him that he could not escape it; and nothing
but success could justify the way he had browbeaten his sover-
eign. Elizabeth had yielded, but the manner was ominous. The
'hot waters' were losing their efficacy.

As the gravity of the position dawned on Essex, doubts began
to undermine his self-confidence. 'Into Ireland I go/ he wrote
to a friend. * The Queen hath irrevocably decreed it, the Council
do passionately urge it, and I am tied by my own reputation to
use no tergiversation.* If he were now to slip collar and Ireknd
were lost, though it perished by destiny he would be blamed,
He was not ignorant of the disadvantages of absence; how it
would give his enemies the opportunity of practising against
him, especially with a sovereign upon whose mind the effect of
great renown might be more malignant than the reverse.c Too
ill success will be dangerous: let them fear that, who ... can be
content to overlive their honour. Too good will be envious: I
will never forswear virtue for fear of ostracism/ e These ate my
private problems and nightly disputations.'

A warning letter from a friend at Court to John Harington,.
going as an officer to Ireknd, brings the situation into clear
focus. 'Mark my counsel/ he wrote. "Observe the man who
comrnandeth, and yet is commanded himself; he goeth not forth
4:o serve the Queen's realm, but to humour his own revenge.